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The Transition to the Factory System

THREE leading contemporary authorities on the early history
of the cotton industry and of the factory system—Robert

Owen, William Badcliffe, and John Kennedy—agree in attributing
considerable importance to the achievements of Samuel Oldknow,
who first turned the new spinning inventions to full account by
the production of finer cotton fabrics in successful rivalry with the
East. A couple of extracts from Robert Owen's autobiography will
provide the best introduction to the subject of the present article.

The first British muslins were made when I was an apprentice with
Mr. McGuffog by a Mr. Oldknow at Stookport in Cheshire, about seven
miles from Manchester, who must have commenced this branch about the
year 1780, 81 or 82; and it is curious to trace the history of this manu-
facture. "When I first went to Mr. McGuffog there were no other muslins
for sale except those made in the Blast Indies, and known as East India
muslins ; but whilst I was with Mm Mr. Oldknow began to manufacture
what he called by way of distinction British Mull Muslins. It was a new
article in the market, less than a yard wide, for which he charged to
Mr. McGufTog 9«. or 9s. 6d. and which Mr. McG. resold to his customers
at half-a-guinea a yard. It was eagerly sought for and rapidly bought up
by the nobility at that price. . . .*

This was the once celebrated and most enterprising Samuel Oldknow
who it was known had not long before made seventeen thousand pounds
of profit in each of two successive years, and who was then generally
supposed to be very wealthy, and was considered a great man in the world
of manufactures and commerce. He had made these profits in the manu-
facture of muslins, while he purchased the yarn from the cotton spinners.
He thought the spinnerB were getting great profits, and he was not like
many others, content to do well or very well as he was doing,—hut being
ambitious, he desired to become a great cotton spinner, as well as the
greatest muslin manufacturer. He built a large, handsome and very
imposing cotton-mill, amidst grounds well laid out, and the mill was
beautifully situated, for he possessed general good taste in these matters.
In fact he was preparing and had made great advances to become a first-
rate and leading cotton lord.*

1 The Life of Robert Owen, written by himself, voL i. p. 25.
> Ibid., p. 40. (3. Kennedy, Brief Memoir of Samuel Grampian, pp. 330-45. The

Gentleman'* Magaaxe for November 1828, pp. 469-70, contains an obituary notice of
Samuel Oldknow, and the late Mr. Joel Wainwright's Reminiscences of Marpic gives
local traditions and several letters addressed to Oldknow by 8. Salte.
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1922 TRANSITION TO THE FACTORY SYSTEM 207

This cotton mill, which passed into the hands of the Arkwright
family, was destroyed by fire in 1892, and has since that date
been a picturesque and interesting ruin. A detached portion,
however, lying by the river-side and within a stone's throw from
the residence built by Oldknow, was not burnt down, and, though
in a dilapidated condition, has been used in parts for stabling
or for minor industrial purposes. A body of Austrian prisoners
was set to work there during the late war. The distribution of
some eighteenth-century weavers' pay-tickets by an adven-
turous boy scout to casual passers-by, led one of the recipients
who is much interested in local history to obtain permission to
explore the upper floor of this building, and here on 1 January
1921, when he was accompanied by the present writer, there
were found a great number of letters, papers, account-books,
and other business records of every kind and size, covering the
whole floor of a large room and partly hidden from sight by several
inches of dirt and debris. To all appearance the records had
lain there for a century, and as the room since the fire had lost
it8 windows they had suffered much from the weather and were
in many cases indecipherable. The recovery, cleansing, and
classification of the remainder, which filled several sacks, was
the work of many week-ends on the spot, and has occupied the
leisure of the discoverers ever since.1

Prom the first it was clear that, by a piece of almost inconceiv-
able good fortune, the records of Oldknow's previous business
as a muslin manufacturer at Stockport had been deposited at
Mellor, so that the documents afforded a unique illustration both
of the final phase of the ' domestic industry ' and of the earliest
phase of the factory system. A long and vain attempt to inter-
pret the factory records on the assumption that the fragmentary
time-books, wage-sheets, &c., related to the Mellor mill alone,
ended in the discovery that part of the records were those of
a mill simultaneously erected at Stockport, whilst others con-
cerned a bleach and print works previously established by Old-
know at Heaton Mersey.

Further inquiries in Mellor and Marple, where the tradition
of Oldknow'B achievements is still very much alive, showed that
our interest in the factory and its records had naturally been
anticipated by some of those whose fathers or grandfathers had
been concerned in its working and management, and who kindly

1 I am indebted to Mr. Arthur Holme of Marple, who discovered the records and
placed them at the dispoaal of the University of Manchester, for the classification of an
immfumn number of documents, for the transcription of a great many letters, and for
active co-operation in every part of the investigation. Mr. Holme is using the material
for a social and economic history of Marple and Mellor. We are both under great
obligations to Mr. E. Fumiss, agent of the Arkwright estate in Mellor; and to Mr. J.
Taylor of Marple Ridge and Mr. H. WheeMon of Didsbnry for the loan of records.
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208 THE TRANSITION TO April

placed at our disposal records which had long been treasured
as family heirlooms. The whole body of records thus recovered
is undergoing careful investigation by a group of sLudents of local
and industrial history, and the present article is an attempt to
state some of the broader results yielded by a preliminary survey.

Samuel Oldknow was born in 1756 at Anderton, which lies
about half-way between Bolton and Chorley in the immediate
neighbourhood of Rivingfcon Pike. His father, who died in 1759
aged 25, is described on his tombstone at Rivington Chapel,
where he was buried, as ' Samuel Oldknow of Nottingham late
of Anderton '. A migration of the family in three generations
appears to have taken place about this lime to Nottingham,
where Thomas Oldknow, the grandfather of our Samuel, and
Thomas junior and Joseph his uncles, are found carrying on
business. Joseph was apparently a grocer, since he dealt in tea,
and Thomas junior was certainly a linendraper. Short as his
father's married life had been, Samuel had a brother Thomas
and a sister, both of whom lived with him later at Heaton Mersey.
His widowed mother returned to Anderton and married John
Clayton of Roscoe Low. The records give many glimpses of the
Clayton family. We hear of three children, Margery, Sam, and
John Clayton, junior, who ultimately succeeded Samuel Oldknow
at Mellor in 1827.

Samuel Oldknow was apprenticed to his uncle Thomas the
linendraper, and in 1781, when in his twenty-fifth year, was
taken into partnership with him. This partnership had lasted
scarcely a year when it became the starting-point of a new
enterprise. It was proposed that Samuel, whilst retaining his
connexion with the Nottingham business, should return to
Anderton and set up as manufacturer of cotton goods and
fustians. The Nottingham shop would furnish the beginnings
of a market, but there was to be a salesroom in Manchester, and
Samuel might as a fureher string to his bow undertake an agency
for Nottingham hosiery. There can, however, be little doubt
that the production of muslins, which within eighteen months
had become the essential feature of the enterprise, was from the
first under consideration. In his Early English Cotton Industry
Professor Daniels has shown how favourable in 1781 the condi-
tions were to such an undertaking. The disallowance of Ark-
wright's patent for carding as a result of the trial of that year,
and the almost simultaneous publication of Crompton's inven-
tion, gave an immense stimulus to the manufacture of the finer
cotton fabrics.

It took me [says the inventor of the mule] from 1778 to 1779 to finish
it. From 1779 to the beginning of 17801 spun upon it for my own use both
warp and weft. In the beginning of the year 1780 I began to spin o.rdy
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1922 THE FACTORY SYSTEM 209

and left off weaving. . . . I had not used it constantly more than Six
Months before I was beset on every side by people of various descriptions
from the distance of GO miles and upwards as well as my neighbours . . .
whose curiosity was excited by the superior quality and fineness of the yarn
I spun hitherto unknown, and which at that time the trade was much
in want of. In the end of 1780 it was made public.

The mule was first known as the muslin wheel, and the inventor
himself later described it as ' that piece of mechanism that has
produced and increased one of the first manufactories in Europe,
viz. the fine Muslin and cambric '} In view of the faot that the
manufacture of muslins had actually been attempted at Anderton
when Oldknow was a boy of eight in 1764, and had failed for want
of finer yarn, the inference above made seems irresistible.2 The
fortunate survival of a number of letters, rescued one by one
from the factory debris at Mellor, and of two of Oldknow's earliest
account-books, with only a page or two missing, enables us to
follow in some detail his operations as a manufacturer from his
settlement at Anderton in midsummer 1782, up to and beyond
the removal of his head-quarters to Stockport in 1784. The
first six months were obviously a period of experiment. The
weavers whom he was recruiting for his muslin manufacture
had at first to be employed on the articles they were accustomed
to make. These were the fancy cotton goods of which James
Ogden in his famous description of Manchester in 1783 has
attempted an enumeration ; yelverets and velveteens-, king's cords
and queen's cords, herringbones and buff jennets, dyed pillows
and waistcoat jeans, &c. Not until November does the dispatch
to three several customers of three pieces of Balassore handker-
chief suggest that Oldknow's career as a muslin manufacturer is
beginning. During the three months from 24 September (when
the record of sales begins) to Christmas about £400 worth of
piece goods were sent out. Half of these were disposed of by the
Nottingham shop and by a firm of linendrapers in Mansfield,
and one of the remaining quarters was taken by Mr. Samuel
Mather, who is probably the silk and fustian manufacturer- of
King Street mentioned in the Manchester directory of 1788.
As Oldknow spent far more on cotton than on yarn at this time,
he must have found work for a number of small spinners in the
neighbourhood of Anderton. He likewise opened an account
with Messrs. Peel & Yates for printing and with a fustian
calenderer for the finishing of his goods.

1 Daniels, pp. 101-2, 128-9, 1C7-9.
* Under the heading ' An Old Romance', the Bolton Journal and Guardian for

13 January 1922 cites a letter in the Manchater Courier of 18 April 1829 signed
Civis which claims that the muslin manufacture was permanently established by
Thomas Ainsworth at Bolton in 1780.

VOL. xxxvn.—NO. PXLVI. p
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210 THE TRANSITION TO April

In the beginning of 1783 a new epoch opens in the affairs of
Samuel Oldknow. The partnership of uncle and nephew ceases,
though the uncle continues to have important financial relations
with the nephew and to offer friendly advice. The chief market
for the goods produced is no longer found in the Nottingham
connexions or even in Manchester. From this time onwards two
London firms, S. & W. Salte and Parker, Topham & Sowden,
take about two-thirds of the rapidly increasing output of Samuel
Oldknow's manufacture. But—most important of all—it is from
the spring of 1783 that Oldknow becomes primarily a maker of
muslins. WitMn three years he was recognized as the first in
the kingdom.

Though the detailed record of his sales for this year is wanting,
a ledger containing the accounts of his creditors, and an account-
book containing a cash account of receipts and payments, a full
inventory of his stock-in-trade in August 1783, a list of the
spinners and weavers in his employ, and an account of his personal
expenses, furnish full particulars of the expansion of his business,
and enable us to form a sufficiently clear idea of its commercial
and industral organization. But the central clue to the recon-
struction that is taking place is to be found in Oldknow's corre-
spondence with the two London firms above referred to.

Oldknow, who had already improvised a warehouse in
Anderton in a building adjacent to the house of his stepfather,
had entered in January 1783 into occupation of a salesroom in
Manchester on the premises of Mr. Cririe, a merchant in St. Anne's
Square, at a rental of £13 a year. Here he accumulated a stock
of his goods for show, and rode up weekly at the recorded expense
of four or five shillings to push sales and to buy cotton weft and
twist. But no sooner were his weavers adequately trained, and
a steady flow of muslin products begun, than he discovered that
London and not Manchester was the most effective market for
his wares. The travelling partners of the two firms of Parker,
Topham & Sowden and S. A W. Salte, who were eagerly looking
out for the latest novelties in Manchester goods for the spring
trade, had prospected a gold-mine in Oldknow's muslins, and each
of them was offering to take more than he could produce. Old-
know was in a dilemma. His artistic tastes and his impulsive and
speculative temperament urged him to throw himself unreservedly
into the manufacture of muslins, but, apart from a possible lack
of fine yarn and skilled labour, there were two serious obstacles
to the expansion of the business. His output was limited by the
smallness of his capital and credit, and the muslin manufacture
was liable not only to all the fluctuations of a seasonal trade,
but to a sudden and severe burst of competition whenever a large
cargo of Indian muslins came into port. Whilst, however, he
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1922 THE FACTORY SYSTEM 211

needed considerable advances of capital and the guarantee of
a steady market for his goods, he did not wish to purchase these
advantages by a complete sacrifice of his independence. A draft
of a letter to S. & W. Salte on 22 April showB him cautiously
feeling his way in this negotiation. Each of the two firms was
willing to make advances of capital, but each bargained for an
exclusive agency. Oldknow compromised the matter by dividing
the London agency between them, and they continued to take
two-thirds of his entire output for a number of years.

Having learnt something of the external relations of the new
enterprise we may now turn to consider its internal economy.
Ample data for this purpose are provided by the recorded stock-
taking of August 1783. But first as regards the warehouse at
Anderton, in which the business was centred in 1783, there is
an interesting letter, undated, but clearly belonging to a later
period, asking the landlord for a lease on the ground of improve-
ments effected by Oldknow probably in 1784. A plan is attached
to the letter showing that the original structure adjoining Mr. Clay-
ton's house was 31 feet 2 inches long by 19 feet 6 inches wide,
and that the addition made by Oldknow had practically doubled
the accommodation at a cost of £90. That an eminent manu-
facturer who claims to have established a new industry should
regard £90 as a considerable outlay shows how small a part
fixed capital in buildings or machinery as yet played in industrial
enterprise. Although there was not much room in Oldknow's
warehouse before it was enlarged, it is conceivable that it sufficed
for his stock-in-trade at that time. The whole of his ' Fixtures
and Utensils', which comprised office furniture as well as
machinery, was valued at £57 17a. lid. This modest equipment
covered all the processes of preparing the warp, giving out the
cotton, warp, and weft, taking in, examining, finishing, and storing
the cloth.

The warehouse, even before it was enlarged, had apparently
separate rooms for giving out and taking in. In the former
were four bags of cotton of different kinds, the total quantity
being only 234 lb. The cotton of Berbice (77 lb. at 2s.) had
hitherto been thought the finest, but that of Brazil (130 lb.
at la. Qd.) was now thought to be equally good material for fine
fabrics. There were also 97 lb. of St. Domingo at Is. lid. and
20 lb. of Smyrna for coarse fabrics at la. 4d. Besides this, there
were 125 lb. in the hands of twenty-three small spinners employed
by Oldknow, and a further quantity given out to a score of
weavers who saw to the spinning of their own weft, making
a total value of about £50.* Carefully sorted out in the cupboards
and drawers of this room there lay about a couple of hundred-

1 Cf. Ogden's Description of Manchester, p . 88, and Daniels'* Barly History, p. 38.

P 2
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212 THE TRANSITION TO April

weight of weft and twist of all counts from twenties to nineties,
wound or unwound, and valued at £180. The nine winders had
80 lb. more, but most of the yarn was in the hands of the weavers.
Of the sixty-nine weavers employed by Oldknow one was debited
only with 2i lb. of cotton and three with a warp apiece. Of
the remainder two-thirds had received warp and weft, and one-
third warp and wool. In a score of cases the weavers are said
to have received with their weft or wool only a third, a half,
or two-thirds of the warp, the implication being that they were
to provide the rest themselves. The total value of the materials
thus given out to the weavers was £261 17s. lid. But by far the
greatest part of Oldknow's assets was to be found in his stock of
manufactured goods valued at £812, of which four-fifths were
muslins mainly in the Anderton warehouse, and one-fifth other
cotton goods mainly in the Manchester salesroom ; and in the
book-debts owing to him, amounting to £1,407. Against total
assets in these various forms of about £2,636 there were Oldknow's
own debts, which amounted to £1,548, including a loan from
A. Crompton, Esq., of £1,000.

In spite, however, of this favourable balance, the problem
mooted by Oldknow in his letter to S. & W. Salte in April
of rinding capital for expansion of his business had not yet been
solved. It is true that both the London firms had given him per-
mission to draw upon them, that is, to borrow money on security
of goods not yet delivered ; and, if drafts made in round numbers
represent such loans, the firm of S. & W. Salte advanced £670,
their total payments for the year being £1,387. But such tem-
porary advances, however helpful, did not enable Oldknow to
realize his ambitions, and it is clear from later letters that Messrs.
Salte were not prepared to invest larger sums for longer periods
in the muslin business. The one man who was known to be ren-
dering this kind of aid in other directions was Richard Arkwright,
then the recognized leader of the cotton industry, and he likewise
had in his hands the main supply of one of Oldknow's chief
materials. It is not surprising, therefore, to find the book of
sundry expenses recording two visits of several days each to
Derby and Cromford in November and December 1783, and three
longer journeys, one of them lasting a fortnight, to Cromford
and Nottingham in January and February 1784. These long
discussions with Arkwright led to business arrangements including
a loan of £3,000 at 5 per cent., which was to enable Oldknow
to start his manufacture on a larger scale at Stockport. The-
details of the bargain have not been preserved, but its broad
significance is clear e.nough. The new inventions had endowed
certain forms of fixed capital with unexampled powers of produc-
tion, and the disposal of the surplus thus created gave to the
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1922 THE FACTORY SYSTEM 213

possessors of" that capital the initiative and direction of new
industrial enterprise. Although for some years to come Salte
remained Oldknow's chief patron and adviser, it was the influence
of Arkwright that from this time onwards determined his career
and gradually transformed him from an ' eminent manufac-
turer ' into a ' captain of industry '. This is shown in a letter
from Oldknow's brother Thomas, who had from the first been
brought into his Stockport plans and had shared the interviews
with Arkwright. ' You will naturally suppose ', he writes to
Samuel on 16 February 1784,

my thoughts have been considerably employed in thinking of this new
employment, but whether a Bleacher or Spinner, I am as yet undecided.
The profits Mr. Avkwright seemed to think equally advantageous, though
Bleaching in all probability the most lasting. What Mr. Arkwright says
with respect to the profits of Bleaching may be true, but cannot say my
throat is sufficiently wide to swallow the information for fact. I dont
know whether I told you what he said. At least you had not time to
consider it properly. I shall therefore repeat it for your better considera-
tion. . . . He said if I returned £1,200 per annum by Bleaching I should
not have above £300 to pay out of it. He further said if you would manu-
facture 200 pieces per week the Bleaching and Dressing of them would be
2s. per piece that would amount to £20 per week and that I should clear
£12 out of the £20. These are profits in my opinion too great for the
returns, so great that eveiy manufacturer would be bis own Bleacher.
However I shall be satisfied if the profits are half as much.

Stockport, when Oldknow set up his manufacture there, had
already passed through one phase of the industrial revolution
and was just entering on another. Silk-throwing had been carried
on as a factory industry for over half a century.1 A partnership
formed in 1732 between three gentlemen of Stockport, two
chapmen of Heaton Mersey, and a London merchant, had
acquired and improved the water-power of the manorial corn-
mill for this purpose. In 1744 a reservoir was constructed on
a stream running into the Mersey, and by 1768 half a dozen
silk-mills were at work in the town.2 When, therefore, the new
spinning inventions began to be widely adopted the whole
framework of the factory system had been erected at Stockport
and was waiting to be taken over. Not only water-power and

1 In Defoe's Tour (edition of 1769), Stockport is described as ' inhabited by a great
number of gentry and well filled with warehousemen who carry on the check, mohair,
button and hat manufactures. Here the raw silk is chiefly thrown and prepared for
the Spitolfields weavers by six engines the buildings of which are of prodigious bulk,
one of them containing above 46,000 movements which fill the spacious room up to the
fifth storey and are all put in motion by one wheel that goes by water. . . . At this
place poverty is not much felt except by those who are idle, for all persons capable of
tying knots may find work in the silk mills, which employ near 2,000 people and where
children of six years old earn a shilling a week and more as they grow capable of
deserving it.' • Higinbotham, Hixiory of Slnckport, ii. 317-18.
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214 THE TRANSITION TO April

buildings but also the child labour could be transferred readily
from silk to cotton. Henry Marsland, a cotton manufacturer
at Btfsden near Stockport, who had been one of the first to set
the new spinning frames to work by horse-power, acquired in
1783 the Stockport silk-mill with the manorial water-rights,
and became the first large-cotton Bpinner in the town. There
were already smaller cotton spinners at work, and Stockport was
becoming a seat of machine-making and invention.1

The new warehouse having been opened in March 1784
and a connexion already formed amongst the weavers of the
district by his manager, on 21 July Oldknow rode over to Stock-
port, taking with him a £50 banknote and £225 in bills, which
was half the purchase money of a house and land situate in the
Hillgate, Stockport, belonging to Mr. Giles Walmsley. The
other half of the price was to be paid within six months. Four-
teen years later, when Oldknow's property at Stockport was
offered for sale by auction, it was described in the following
terms :

Lot 1. All those extensive PREMISES, late in the occupation of
Mr. Oldknow and now occupied by Messrs. Parker, Sykes and Co., pleasantly
situated in the Higher Hillgate, Stockport; consisting of a good House,
Stabling, Offices, Garden, and commodious Buildings five stories high,
now used for Spinning, and the Manufacture of Muslins and other Piece
Goods and has every necessary Convenience for making One Thousand
Pieces per Week ; the site of which contains about 7,640 square yards,
part freehold and part lease-hold for long terms of years. Together with
an excellent STEAM ENGINE of Messrs. Boulton and Wattj' construct-
ing ; and many valuable Fixtures which will be sold therewith.

Lot 2. Five good, substantial BRICK DWELLINGS, wit'i a Picking-
room and Loom-House standing on lands held for ninety-nine /ears under
the Rector of Stockport, adjoining the above.

The first of these lots is let for £520 a year and the second for £80;
making together a neat rent of £600 a year.

It was in these premises or part of them that William Radcliffe,
two or three years later, made what he claimed to be the first
practical beginning of power-loom weaving. But apart from the
application of power in weaving, the factory system in every other
aspect had already, as the above notice showB, been applied to
the production of cotton goods with spinning as a subsidiary
process, by Samuel Oldknow on the same spot. This achieve-
ment, which belongs mainly to the years 1786-92, involved such
a further acquisition of land, such an increased investment in
buildings and machinery, that, at the completion of the process
the rent of the property was more than its capital value had

1 Wheeler, Manchutcr Chronicle, 19 October 1782, letter signed Senex; and
Manchester Mercury, 18 February 1783, advertisement of W. Mycock.
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1922 THE FACTORY SYSTEM 215

been at the beginning. It is improbable that more was included
in the purchase of July 1784 than the house, stabling, and offices,
and a piece of land to be used for extensions, and it would seem
that these premises served both as a residence and a warehouse
from October 1784, when Oldknow moved to Stockport, till
1786, when he built a house at ' Heaton '. During these two years
he was still an eminent master-manufacturer of the old style,
differing in no essential respect from the draper or clothier of
sixteenth-century England or of fourteenth-century Ghent or
Florence. It is therefore desirable that we should bring together
such facts as the new records furnish about the organization of
his business in its simpler form before the fundamental changes
that followed the crisis of 1787-8.

First and foremost he was an employer of weavers. When
he moved his head-quarters to Stockport he had no intention
of abandoning his warehouse at Anderton, or of relinquishing the
assistance of the muslin weavers he had trained there. The list
grew from sixty-nine in 1783 to over one hundred and fifty in
1786, of whom all but eighteen were muslin weavers, and from
May to November 1785 an average of 370 pieces a month was
being dispatched to Stockport by Thomas Swift, the manager at
Anderton. At that timo the output at Stockport was not so good,
either in quantity or in quality, but by the close of 1786 it had
reached four times that amount (about 1,600 pieces a month),
and the Anderton weaving diminished till, in 1793, there were
only forty weavers on Oldknow's list as compared with 340
at Stockport. As, however, the Anderton branch kept up
a connexion with from fifty to a hundred small spinners in the
Bolton district the value of the yarn sent monthly to Stockport
grew from £50 in 1785 to £200 in 1788, and £300 in 1790. The
small spinners of the Stockport district (to the number of about
fifty) were producing about £400 worth a month in 1786-7 to
Oldknow's account, but he must have been getting by that time
from Arkwright and other big spinners more than twice the
amount of twist and weft supplied by all the small spinnera
combined.

It was the relation of the master-manufacturer to the small
6pinners and the weavers that constituted the characteristic
feature of the old industrial regime. He was their employer in
the sense that he supplied them with practically all their raw
material. All the weavers and most of the spinners thus employed
were themselves manual workers with a standard of life com-
parable to that of the modern wage-earner. The weavers had
long been organized in friendly societies which were in effect
trade unions,1 and the journeymen spinners had lately followed

1 Daniels, pp. 44-63.
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216 THE TRANSITION TO April

their example.1 But in two important respects their position
differed from that of the organized workers of more recent
times. The master weavers and spinners were small capitalists
in respect of the implements of their calling, and they stood
to their employer in the twofold relation of debtor and of creditor.
Normally each had a ledger account opened for him where he was
debited on the one hand with the materials given out to him
and credited on the other hand with his labour.* A ledger of
this kind, complete except for the loss of about a score of its
initial and final pages, gives a full and continuous account of
Oldknow's relations with the weavers of the Stockport district
for almost two years after he set up business there in February
1784 ; and fragments of similar ledgers exist for 1786 and 1790-1
(60 folios). There is also a daily record of the goods delivered
by the weavers from November 1786 to April 1787, and complete
sets of daily bundles of weavers' pay-tickets for the months
of December 1793 and June 1794, from which an account of the
output and the earnings of the weavers for these periods can be
compiled. A day-book record of the sales of the firm has been
recovered which, though in tattered fragments, constitutes
a complete account of the output for twenty-seven of the forty-
four months between June 1786 and January 1790. Other records
that have survived are nine warping-mill books, giving a con-
tinuous record of the character of about half the output from 1787
to 1792, several weavers' piece-work price-lists, the accounts of
three stock-takings, and an invaluable costing-book which analyses
the composition and estimates the cost (including a profit of 20 to
30 per cent.) of a great variety of calicoes, shirtings, and muslins.

By a careful study of all these data it should be possible to give
a far more detailed account of the cotton industry before the coming
of the factory system than has yet been attempted. AU that can
be done here is to place some of the broader statistical results of the
investigation in relation to our previous sources of information.

The locus dassicus on this subject is the retrospective account
of William Radcliffe written in 1822, which distinguishes between
three periods, (1) before 1770, (2) 1770-88, (3) 1788 and after.
In the first period—before the spinning inventions or even the
fly-shuttle had come into common use—
the father of a family would earn from eight shillings to half ft guinea at.
his loom, and his sons, if he had one, two or three alongside of him, six or

1 Manchester Mercury, 21 January 1785. Advertisement by Friendly Society of
Cotton Spinners of Stockport.

• The weaver waa never, and the spinner seldom actually, debited in cash value with
the materials. The amount of the cotton or yam delivered was placed to his debit, no
doubt with a view to its being recovered, if necessary, at law. The establishment of
small debt courts, with the employing class as assessors, is one of the most significant
developments of the period. Of. 17 Gt?o. III. c. xv.

 at U
niversity of C

alifornia, San D
iego on A

ugust 29, 2015
http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/


1922 THE FACTORY SYSTEM 217

eight shillings each per week; but the great sheet anchor of all cottages
and small farms wa* the labour attached to the hand wheel . . . it required
six to eight hands to prepare and spin yarn . . . for one weaver—this
clearly shows the inexhaustible source there was for labour for every
person from the age of seven to eighty years . . . to earn their bread, say
one or two shillings per week, without going to the parish.1

The idyllic effect of this account is marred by the reflection that
a father and two sons earning 24s. a week would require a family
of at least eighteen—wives, children, and aged parents—to card
and spin for them, and that the maximum earnings of such
a patriarchal group of twenty-one persons would be 60«. per
week.

In the second period—from 1770 to 1788—' cotton was become
the almost universal material' ; the hand-wheels were displaced
by jennies, the carding for all but the finer yarn was done upon
engines, and the fly-shuttle was generally adopted on the looms,
which would thus have a greatly increased output, even though
their number (as Radcliffe thinks was the case) did not itself
increase during this period. Of the family income at this time
Radcliffe tells us nothing, but though the ' inexhaustible demand'
for infant and aged labour was gone those engaged in carding
and spinning would be earning at least twice the wages of their
predecessors. The opening of the third epoch in 1788 was due to
' the mule-twist coming into vogue for the warp as well as weft ',
which

put all hands in request of every age. . . . New weavers' cottages with
loomshops rose in every direction, all immediately filled and when in full
work the weekly circulation of money as the price of labour only rose to
five times the amount ever before experienced in this subdivision, every
family bringing home weekly 40, 60,80,100 or even 120 shillings per week.*

There are strong o priori reasons for treating, these figures
with critical caution. Writing as a disappointed old man in
a time of extreme depression for hand-loom weavers, Radcliffe
could scarcely fail to exaggerate the prosperity which had
undoubtedly existed in his youth. Whilst our records confirm
his recollection of a great boom in textiles for two or three years
following 1788, they do not tend to substantiate his retrospective
estimate of rise in family incomes, and they show that the boom
was succeeded by a severe depression. William Radcliffe, it
should be added, was born at Mellor and began his career by
supplying warps to Oldknow's weavers.

The Stockport ledger account shows 73 weavers in regular

1 Radcliffe, The Origin of Power Loom Weaving, pp. 59-60.
1 Ibid., pp. 61-2.
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work in 1784 and 115 in 1785, and the average earnings in the
November of these two years is 14*. Id. for weavers with one
loom, 26s. for those with two looms, and 30s. for those with
three. The taking-in book of 1786-7 enables us to identify the
number of looms under the management of each small master.
There were 300 weavers with 475 looms, subdivided as follows :

With 1 loom With 2 looms With 3 With 4 With 5 With 6 With T
193 68 19 15 2 2 1

Average weekly earnings of each class :
13s. lid. 28s. U. 38s. 4d. 48s. U. 65*. lOd.

Unfortunately there is no record of the same completeness for the
two years of exceptional prosperity. A considerable fragment of
a weavers' ledger for July-December 1790 enables us only t o
ascertain the average earnings of a score of individual looms,
a few of which were engaged on calicoes and shirtings and the
rest on muslins. One weaver of figured muslins earned as much
as 33«. a week, and the earnings of three others were 23s. 9d.,
23a. Id., and 20s. 3d., but the average of all the twenty weavers
is only 12s. Id. A complete set of weavers' pay-tickets for June
1794, when trade was very bad and Oldknow was just about to
abandon the muslin manufacture, and representing 180 weavers
and 223 looms, shows the average earnings to have been :

1 loom
145

7s. Id.

2 looms
26

14s. 8d.

3 looms
4

19s. 7Jd.

4 looms
3

23s. 6d.
weavers.
earnings per week.1

If we accept the estimate of Radcliffe for 1770 as a base, our
records show at the end of the second period, i.e. from 1784 to
1787, an increase of about 50 per cent, in the earnings per loom.
They do not substantiate any marked increase in earnings per
loom after 1788, but are not inconsistent with a considerable
increase in family earnings due-to extended employment in 1789-
90. This latter, indeed, may be regarded as certain, but it cannot
have been on the scale represented by Radcliffe, and it is very
improbable that the earnings of even patriarchal households of
two or three families amounted to £6 or even £5 a week.

G.

1 The above statistics, drawn from the Oldknow records, were furnished by the
calculations of Miss F. Collier, M.A., in her thesis on ' The Family Income and the
Family Economy of the Working-Classes in the Cotton Industry during the Industrial
Revolution', and by Mr. G. Taylor, B. A., who is preparing a thesis on ' The Handloom
Weavers of the Stockport District, 1784-W'.

(To be continued)
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